= Righteou

TEACHING SERIES

-
e

AT

Dr. King's
Letter from the Birmingham Jail




Insights from Rev. Dr. King'’s
Letter from the Birmingham Jail

T185935¢12M,

Letter from Birmingham Jail, written in April, 1963




Insights from Rev. Dr. King’s

Letter from the Birmingham Jail

‘ .
any of the answers we :&@W
from new places
v ple ‘\ﬁp\\
Some o thabest or 3:)19%0% come

f aned
-
o,

v

*



Insights from Rev. Dr. King’s
Letter from the Birmingham Jail

In April 1963, Martin Luther King was jailed in Birmingham,
Alabama, after he defied a state court’s injunction and led a

march of Black protesters without a permit, urging an Easter
boycott of white-owned stores. A statement published in The

Birmingham News, written by eight moderate white
clergymen, criticized the march and other demonstrations.

This prompted King to write a lengthy response, begun in the
margins of the newspaper. He smuggled it out with the help of
his lawyer, and the nearly 7,000 words were transcribed.

https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2018/02/letter-from-a-birmingham-jail/552461/
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King wrote the letter on the margins of a newspaper,
which was the only paper available to him, and gave
bits and pieces of the letter to his lawyers to take back
to movement headquarters.

There, Pastor Wyatt Tee Walker and his secretary Willie
Pearl Mackey began compiling and editing the literary
jigsaw puzzle.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/
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The ordeal shed light on the state of the too many in
the church of the 1960’s who held beliefs about the
inferiority of Black people, stemming from bad doctrine
that supported capturing and enslaving Africans in the
19th Century to use them as free labor in order to build
personal wealth.
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PREPARING TO RESPOND

KING: | came across your recent statement calling my present
activities "unwise and untimely." Seldom do | pause to answer
criticism of my work and ideas...But since | feel that you are
men of genuine good will'and that your criticisms are
sincerely set forth, | want to try to answer your statement in
what | hope will be patient and reasonable terms.
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NOT ONLY ONE MAN, AN INEVITABLE FORCE FOR CHANGE

KING: We have some eighty-five affiliated organizations across the
South, and one of them is the Alabama Christian Movement for
Human Rights. Frequently we share staff, educational and financial
resources with our affiliates. Several months ago the affiliate here in
Birmingham asked us to be on call to engage in a honviolent direct
action program if such were deemed necessary. We readily consented,
and when the hour came we lived up to our promise. So |, along with
several members of my staff, am here because | was invited here. | am
here because | have organizational ties here.
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PRINCIPLES OF ACTION

KING: In any nonviolent campaign there are four basic steps: collection
of the facts to determine whether injustices exist; negotiation; self
purification; and direct action. We have gone through all these steps in
Birmingham. There can be no gainsaying the fact that racial injustice
engulfs this community. Birmingham is probably the most thoroughly
segregated city in the United States. Its ugly record of brutality is
widely known. Negroes have experienced grossly unjust treatment in
the courts. There have been more unsolved bombings of Negro
homes and churches in Birmingham than in any other city in the

nation.
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A NETWORK OF MUTUALITY

KING: Moreover, | am cognizant of the interrelatedness of all
communities and states. | cannot sit idly by in Atlanta and not be
concerned about what happens in Birmingham. Injustice anywhere is
a threat to justice everywhere. We are caught in'an inescapable
network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny. Whatever
affects one directly, affects all indirectly. Never again can we afford to
live with the narrow, provincial "outside agitator" idea. Anyone who
lives inside the United States can never be considered an outsider
anywhere within its bounds.
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PHILOSOPHICAL FOUNDATION

KING: You may well'ask: "Why direct action? Why sit ins, marches and
so forth? Isn't negotiation a better path?" ...Just as Socrates felt that it
was necessary to create a tension in the mind so that individuals could
rise from the bondage of myths and half truths to the unfettered

realm of creative analysis and objective appraisal, so must we see the
need for nonviolent gadflies to create the kind of tension in society
that will help men rise from the dark depths of prejudice and racism to
the majestic heights of understanding and brotherhood. The purpose
of our direct action program is to create a situation so crisis packed
that it will inevitably open the door to negotiation.
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WHY WE WON'T WAIT

KING: For years now | have heard the word "Wait!" It rings in the ear of
every Negro with piercing familiarity. This "Wait" has almost always
meant "Never." We must come to see, with one of our distinguished
jurists, that "justice too long delayed is justice denied." We have waited
for more than 340 years for our constitutional and God given rights.
The nations of Asia and Africa are moving with jetlike speed toward
gaining political independence, but we still creep at horse and buggy
pace toward gaining a cup of coffee at a lunch counter.
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WHY WE WON'T WAIT

KING: Perhaps it is easy for those who have never felt the stinging
darts of segregation to say, "Wait." But when you have seen vicious
mobs lynch your mothers and fathers at will and drown your sisters
and brothers at whim; when you have seen hate filled policemen
curse, kick and even kill your Black brothers and sisters; when you see
the vast majority of your twenty million Negro brothers smothering in
an airtight cage of poverty in the midst of an affluent society;
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WHY WE WON'T WAIT

...When you suddenly find your tongue twisted and your speech
stammering as you seek to explain to your six year old daughter why
she can't go to the public amusement park that has just been
advertised on television, and see tears welling up in her eyes when
she is told that Funtown is closed to colored children.
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TWO KINDS OF LAWS

KING: There comes a time when the cup of endurance runs over, and
men are no longer willing to be plunged into the abyss of despair. |
hope, sirs, you can understand our legitimate and unavoidable
Impatience. You express a great deal of anxiety over our willingness to
break laws. This is certainly a legitimate concern. Since we so diligently
urge people to obey the Supreme Court's decision of 1954 outlawing
segregation in the public schools, at first glance it may seem rather
paradoxical for us consciously to break laws. One may well ask: "How
can you advocate breaking some laws and obeying others?"
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TWO KINDS OF LAWS

The answer lies in the fact that there are two types of laws: just and
unjust. | would be the first to advocate obeying just laws. One has not
only a legal but a moral responsibility to obey just laws. Conversely,
one has a moral responsibility to disobey unjust laws. | would agree
with St. Augustine that "an unjust law is no law at all.”
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UNJUST LAWS DAMAGE THE SOUL

KING: All segregation statutes are unjust because segregation
distorts the soul and damages the personality. It gives the
segregator a false sense of superiority and the segregated a

false sense of inferiority.
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DISMANTLING INJUSTICE ARGUMENTS

KING: Who can say that the legislature of Alabama which set up
that state's segregation laws was democratically elected?
Throughout Alabama all sorts of devious methods are used to
prevent Negroes from becoming registered voters, and there
are some counties in which, even though Negroes constitute a
majority of the population, not a single Negro is registered. Can
any law enacted under such circumstances be considered
democratically structured?
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GENUINE LAW AND ORDER

KING: | hope you are able to see the distinction | am trying to
point out. In no sense do | advocate evading or defying the law,
as would the rabid segregationist. That would lead to anarchy.
One who breaks an unjust law must do so openly, lovingly, and
with a willingness to accept the penalty. | submit that an
individual who breaks a law that conscience tells him'is unjust,
and who willingly accepts the penalty of imprisonment in order
to arouse the conscience of the community over its injustice, is
in reality expressing the highest respect for law.
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EXAMPLES OF CIVIL DISOBEDIENCE

KING: Of course, there is nothing new about this kind of civil
disobedience. It was evidenced sublimely in the refusal of
Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego to obey the laws of
Nebuchadnezzar, on the ground that a higher moral law was at
stake. It was practiced superbly by the early Christians, who were
willing to face hungry lions and the excruciating pain of chopping
blocks rather than submit to certain unjust laws of the Roman
Empire. To a degree, academic freedom is a reality today because
Socrates practiced civil disobedience. In our own nation, the
Boston Tea Party represented a massive act of civil disobedience.
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THE SACRIFICES OF LEADERS

KING: Was not Paul an extremist for the Christian gospel: "l bear in
my body the marks of the Lord Jesus." Was not Martin Luther an
extremist: "Here | stand; | cannot do otherwise, so help me God.’
And John Bunyan: "l will stay in jail to the end of my days before |
make a butchery of my conscience." And Abraham Lincoln: "This
nation cannot survive half slave and half free." And Thomas
Jefferson: "We hold these truths to be self evident, that all men are
created equal..." So the question is not whether we will be
extremists, but what kind of extremists we will be. Will we be
extremists for hate or for love?
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THE SACRIFICES OF LEADERS

KING: Will we be extremists for the preservation of injustice or for
the extension of justice? In that dramatic scene on Calvary's hill
three men were crucified. We must never forget that all three were
crucified for the same crime--the crime of extremism. Two were
extremists for immorality, and thus fell below their environment.
The other, Jesus Christ, was an extremist for love, truth and
goodness, and thereby rose above his environment.
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MARTIN LUTHER KING, THE PASTOR

KING: | have traveled the length and breadth of Alabama,
Mississippi and all the other southern states. On sweltering
summer days and crisp autumn mornings | have looked at the
South's beautiful churches with their lofty spires pointing
heavenward. | have beheld the impressive outlines of her massive
religious education buildings. Over and over | have found myself
asking: "What kind of people worship here? Who is their God?
Where were their voices when the lips of Governor Barnett dripped
with words of interposition and nullification?
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MARTIN LUTHER KING, THE PASTOR

KING: Where were they when Governor Wallace gave a clarion call
for defiance and hatred? Where were their voices of support when
bruised and weary Negro men and women decided to rise from
the dark dungeons of complacency to the bright hills of creative
protest?”

Yes, these questions are still in my mind. In deep disappointment |
have wept over the laxity of the church. But be assured that my
tears have been tears of love.
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MARTIN LUTHER KING, THE PASTOR

KING: There can be no deep disappointment where there is not
deep love. Yes, | love the church. How could | do otherwise? | am in
the rather unique position of being the son, the grandson and the
great grandson of preachers. Yes, | see the church as the body of
Christ. But, oh! How we have blemished and scarred that body
through social neglect and through fear of being honconformists.
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USING CHRIST TO HINDER FELLOW CHRISTIANS

KING: | have just received a letter from a white brother in Texas. He
writes: "All Christians know that the colored people will receive
equal rights eventually, but it is possible that you are in too great a
religious hurry. It has taken Christianity almost two thousand years
to accomplish what it has. The teachings of Christ take time to

come to earth.”
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LOSS OF AUTHENTICITY FOR THE AMERICAN CHURCH

KING: But the judgment of God is upon the church as never
before. If today's church does not recapture the sacrificial
spirit of the early church, it will lose its authenticity, forfeit the
loyalty of millions, and be dismissed as an irrelevant social
club with no meaning for the twentieth century. Every day |
meet young people whose disappointment with the church
has turned into outright disgust.
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LOOKING FOR THE “CHURCH WITHIN THE CHURCH"

KING: Is organized religion too inextricably bound to the status
guo to save our nation and the world? Perhaps | must turn my
faith to the inner spiritual church, the church within the church,
as the true ekklesia and the hope of the world. But again | am
thankful to God that some noble souls from the ranks of
organized religion have broken loose from the paralyzing
chains of conformity and joined us as active partners in the
struggle for freedom.
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LOOKING FOR THE “CHURCH WITHIN THE CHURCH"

KING: They have left their secure congregations and walked the
streets of Albany, Georgia, with us. They have gone down the
highways of the South on tortuous rides for freedom. Yes, they
have gone to jail with us. Some have been dismissed from their
churches, have lost the support of their bishops and fellow
ministers. But they have acted in the faith that right defeated is

stronger than evil triumphant.
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OPPRESSION CANNOT CONTINUE

KING: Oppressed people cannot remain oppressed forever. The
yearning for freedom eventually manifests itself, and that is
what has happened to the American Negro. Something within
has reminded him of his birthright of freedom, and something
without has reminded him that it can be gained.
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CONFIDENCE IN THE PROMISE OF AMERICA

KING: We will reach the goal of freedom in Birmingham and all
over the nation, because the goal of America is freedom. Abused
and scorned though we may be, our destiny is tied up with
America's destiny. Before the pilgrims landed at Plymouth, we
were here. Before the pen of Jefferson etched the majestic words
of the Declaration of Independence across the pages of history,

we were here.
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CONFIDENCE IN THE PROMISE OF AMERICA

KING: more than two centuries our forebears labored in this
country without wages; they made cotton king; they built the
homes of their masters while suffering gross injustice and shameful
humiliation and yet out of a bottomless vitality they continued to
thrive and develop. If the inexpressible cruelties of slavery could
not stop us, the opposition we now face will surely fail.
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OPTIMISM IN THE FACE OF DESPAIR

KING: | hope this letter finds you strong in the faith. I also hope
that circumstances will soon make it possible for me to meet
each of you, not as an integrationist or a civil-rights leader but
as a fellow clergyman and a Christian brother. Let us all hope
that the dark clouds of racial prejudice will soon pass away and
the deep fog of misunderstanding will be lifted from our fear
drenched communities, and in some not too distant tomorrow
the radiant stars of love and brotherhood will shine over our
great nation with all their scintillating beauty.



Insights from Rev. Dr. King’s
Letter from the Birmingham Jail

OPTIMISM IN THE FACE OF DESPAIR

KING: | hope this letter finds you strong in the faith. I also hope
that circumstances will soon make it possible for me to meet
each of you, not as an integrationist or a civil-rights leader but
as a fellow clergyman and a Christian brother. Let us all hope
that the dark clouds of racial prejudice will soon pass away and
the deep fog of misunderstanding will be lifted from our fear
drenched communities, and in some not too distant tomorrow
the radiant stars of love and brotherhood will shine over our
great nation with all their scintillating beauty.



